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Six-pack at 16: Rise of social media sees more teens
hitting the gym

Jane Ng

Correspondent

SINGAPORE – Getting fit, bulking up and wanting to look good – more teenagers are starting

gym routines early, while others are signing up for personal training.

Several gyms report an increase in the number of teenage clients in the last five years, attributing

the rise to social media and peer influence.

Gyms, with their wide range of exercise equipment, appear to be more popular among teenage

boys than girls.

(Clockwise from foreground) Tamilvanan Sabesan, Jason Lim, Jake Aung and Rico Wong, all 17, exercising at Woodlands ActiveSG Gym. Teens are starting personal
training and gym routines early, some as young as 13. ST PHOTO: KEVIN LIM
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ActiveSG gyms, which are managed by Sport Singapore, saw 88 per cent males and 12 per cent

females among over 700,000 gym users aged 13 to 19 in 2022.

It has seen a 30 per cent increase in gym entries by teenage boys from 2019 to 2022.

Based on data from 2020 to 2022 from the National Sport Participation Survey, more young

people are involved in activities such as weightlifting, circuit training and calisthenics – a form of

exercise that uses body weight and gravity to gain strength and flexibility.

For example, participation for weight training and bodybuilding has increased from 3 per cent in

2020 to 7 per cent in 2022.

There are also more young people involved in calisthenics, circuit training and stretching, with

participation doubling from 6 per cent in 2020 to 12 per cent in 2022.

Other gym chains have also seen an increase in the number of teenage clients.

Fitness First, which has 16 outlets in Singapore, says there has been an increase in teenagers

joining the gym in 2023 compared with 2018, with the highest increase of 2.1 per cent recorded

in 2020. Most of the teens are aged 16 and above.

About 8 per cent of teenagers who joined are on an add-on family package, suggesting that they

work out with their parents or kin, says its Singapore managing director, Mr Anil Chugani.

“It’s good to see parents working out alongside their teenagers as the love of fitness and exercise

is something that parents can inculcate from a young age,” he adds.

Why teens work out

According to the 2022 National Sport Participation Survey, 73 per cent of youth aged 13 to 19 said

they participated in sports and physical activities “for better physical health”.

However, Mr Hadrian Ro, 31, a personal trainer at Level Gym, says the teenagers he works with

share that social media is the catalyst for their interest in visiting the gym.

Mr Carl de Vries, 40, founder of boutique gym Athletic Inc in South Bridge Road, agrees. He says:

“Many teenagers are drawn to the gym by peer influence, and are often inspired by the

transformations they observe in their peers or on social media.”

Social media content ranges from workouts and tutorials by fitness influencers to peers sharing

gym routines. And with the social media algorithms, one search for a fitness account could lead

to more suggestions on fitness accounts to follow.

Mr de Vries adds that the proliferation of fitness centres has intensified competition, leading to

more competitive pricing. Furthermore, some gyms now offer pay-per-use plans and 24-hour

access.

Teenagers agree that social media and peer influence, coupled with accessibility and

affordability, have provided them with strong impetus to keep working out.
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Polytechnic student Audric Jan Marcus Mudjadi, 19, started his fitness journey at 13, but began going to the gym more consistently in
the last few years. ST PHOTO: GAVIN FOO

Mr Audric Jan Marcus Mudjadi, 19, a third-year student from Temasek Polytechnic, started his

fitness journey at 13. But he began going to the gym more consistently only in the last few years.

“Initially, I was inspired by what I saw on social media. I also saw friends going to the gym and

they looked cool. I wanted a six-pack and big arms, and I wanted girls to like me,” says Mr

Mudjadi, who now goes to the gym four times a week.

Like him, many teenagers start off at one of the 27 ActiveSG gyms islandwide, as it offers

attractive passes for students and has gyms in the heartland.

Students aged 12 to 17 pay $9 a month for an off-peak pass, which can be used from Mondays to

Fridays from opening till 4pm, and $18 for a peak-period pass.

A one-time entry fee for students is priced at $1.50. Eligible individuals can also use their

ActiveSG credits to offset the entry fee.
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Personal training on the rise

Aside from large fitness chains, smaller gyms that offer personal training have also seen an

increase in teenage clients, despite their heftier prices.

Mr Ro from Level Gym, which has two branches in Telok Ayer Street and Robinson Road, has had

more teenage clients over the past five years.

Level does not offer memberships, but there are more teenagers taking up personal training

packages with the gym, he says. Some are as young as 12 to 14 years old and are driven to improve

their fitness, he adds.

He notes that these teenagers have supportive parents, who recognise the benefits of strength

training from a young age, even though they are not gymgoers.

He also sees more boys than girls, with girls making up 20 per cent of his teenage clientele. But

he feels there has been an emerging interest among girls to take up strength and conditioning

sessions.

“From my observations, girls are not deterred by the equipment, but rather the lack of support

and guidance to start strength and conditioning sessions,” he says.

“There was a young girl who came in for personal training with her older brother. She would

constantly challenge herself to perform the same repetitions and movements as her older

brother.”

Getting fit, bulking up: Teenagers hit the gymGetting fit, bulking up: Teenagers hit the gym
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Mr de Vries, whose gym sees quite a balanced gender ratio, feels likewise. “I see more girls who

are not afraid to put on muscle and look fit. They are not afraid to lift weights,” he adds.

Mr Ro says teens tend to visit the gym with friends when they are starting out. “They are in a

phase of exploration and experiential learning, and are curious to try various exercises, with hot

favourites being deadlifts, squats, bench press and bicep curls.”

He adds that these are popular because they are the standard metric of assessment for strength,

so people tend to perform these exercises to see how they rank compared with others.

Some have incorrect form, which he then corrects. “In the long run, once they have been taught

the fundamentals of lifting, we encourage them to embark on their own journey of fitness,” he

adds.

At Athletic Inc, Mr de Vries has noticed a recent surge in the number of people aged 16 to 20

taking up its personal training packages.

“They initially joined us for sport-specific training and continued even after discontinuing their

sport. This trend is particularly noticeable among teenagers who are going on to polytechnics or

universities,” he says.

He takes a holistic approach to training, focusing not only on physical fitness, but also mental

well-being, nutrition and overall lifestyle.

He encourages teenagers to share the challenges they may be facing during their personal

training sessions. He believes this fosters a supportive environment where teenagers feel

comfortable discussing various aspects of their lives beyond fitness.

Some teenagers have asked to learn exercises they see on social media or routines their friends

are doing, but Mr de Vries says he focuses on tailored training programmes that consider each

individual’s abilities and safety.

“We emphasise education on proper workout techniques, enabling teenagers to apply what they

learn in our sessions to their workouts at other gyms,” he adds.

To reduce the cost of personal training for teenagers, gyms encourage them to work out with

their friends to split the sessions’ fees.

Athletic Inc charges $150 for a 60-minute one-on-one session and $75 an individual for a small

group session.

Level Gym charges $140 an hour for one-on-one sessions and $50 an individual for a group of

four.

“This significantly reduces the cost for teenagers with less disposable income, while still enabling

them to be guided by a professional,” says Mr Ro.

While trainers agree that the growing interest among teenagers is a positive trend that should be

encouraged, they caution that it is important to educate young people about reaching their

fitness goals the right way.
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Mr de Vries raises concerns about the misuse of performance-enhancing substances or

unregulated supplements as a shortcut to achieving gym goals.

“Some individuals may resort to banned substances or unverified supplements, for example,

protein powders from overseas, posing potential risks to their health. Educating teenagers about

the risks associated with these practices is crucial,” he says.

Join ST's Telegram channel and get the latest breaking news delivered to you.
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